Agricultural biodiversity to improve nutrition using a nutrition sensitive food system approach by Kennedy, G.
Expert Contributions 
17 
Session II 
 
Holistic approaches for sustainable and 
nutrition-sensitive food systems 
 
 
 
Agricultural biodiversity to improve nutrition using a 
nutrition-sensitive food system approach 
 
Gina Kennedy 
 
Bioversity International (Italy) 
 
One of the world's greatest challenges is to secure universal access not only to enough food, but 
healthy, safe, and high-quality food that is produced sustainably. Currently, more than 800 million 
people are hungry worldwide. More than 165 million children under five years of age are stunted. 
Of these children, 80% live in just 14 countries. Micronutrient deficiencies, otherwise known as 
"hidden hunger", undermine the growth, development, health and productivity of over two billion 
people. At the same time, across the developed and developing world, an estimated one billion 
people are overweight and 300 million are obese. 
 
Moving towards sustainable diets is a key challenge of the 21st century. Sustainable food systems 
and diets need to be diverse and nutritionally adequate. Sustainable food systems can maintain 
or even enhance agricultural productivity. Such systems sustain the environment and ecosystem 
services, boost resilience, and guarantee the adequate intake of essential nutrient and non-nutrient 
health-promoting food elements. Such systems can make local food biodiversity affordable and 
available for low-income rural and urban households, all year round, in sufficient quantities, and in 
culturally acceptable forms – all critical ingredients to improving dietary quality. Maintaining the 
agricultural biodiversity resource base within local food systems is critical to achieving 
improvements in dietary quality and food system sustainability, especially given that 70% of the 
world still relies on locally-produced food. Lack of investment and attention to agricultural and tree 
biodiversity is a critical limitation for human nutrition and health, particularly in the developing 
world, where diets consist mainly of starchy staples with insufficient intakes of nutrient-rich foods, 
such as animal products, legumes, fruits and vegetables. Sustainably diversifying agricultural 
production and associated markets and processing systems, as well as raising consumer 
awareness to increase year-round supply and demand for nutrient dense foods is the goal of the 
nutrition-sensitive food system approach. 
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The Rio+20 Conference on Sustainable Development held in June 2012 called for the creation of 
a world that is “just, equitable and inclusive”. As the world searches for a meaningful way forward 
from the current climate change and food security crises, concerned citizens are turning a 
thoughtful gaze toward indigenous peoples. Today the world’s remaining biodiversity is 
concentrated on their lands. Developing a deeper understanding of the world view and practices 
of indigenous communities and forming a partnership with them can help the CGIAR system to 
favour those at the margins of mainstream society. 
 
